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M A R K E T U P D A T E 
By E. J. O'Loughlin, Senior Adviser, 
Marketing and Economics Branch 
The live sheep export trade has made an 
important contribution to the Western Australian 
sheep industry, with the value of exports 
peaking at $100 million f.o.b. in 1980-81. In that 
year Western Australia accounted for 61 per cent 
of the value of Australian exports of live sheep. 
In addition, the growth of the live export 
industry has contributed to higher prices for 
other categories of sheep than would otherwise 
have been the case. 
Following the peak level of exports reached in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, numbers 
declined until 1984-85 (Figure 1). Recently, 
there has been an increase in exports with 
shipments in 1986 being 24 per cent higher 
than in 1985. This was partly the result of 
higher exports to the key markets of Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, 
and partly to exporters sourcing more of their 
requirements from Western Australia. Also, 
exports to Libya recommenced in July 1986 
after a year-long break. In 1985-86, however, 
the value of exports from Western Australia 
declined to $79 million f.o.b. (Figure 2) as 
average export values declined substantially, 
as shown in Table 1. 
At the national level, the Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics forecasts that 
Australia's exports will reach 6.8 million in 
1987, and are projected to increase to about 
7.3 million in 1990. 
The lower prices received in 1985-86 are 
largely a result of the reduced oil revenues 
and a slow-down in economic growth in the 
major importing countries. The entry of New 
Zealand into the live export trade may place 
added pressure on prices paid to Australian 
exporters in the future. 
Table 1. Average values per head (f.o.b.) for sheep 
and lambs for slaughter 
1980-81 
1981-82 
1982-83 
1983-84 
1984-85 
1985-86 
Western 
Australia 
($) 
30.06 
31.14 
29.69 
32.36 
34.19 
28.43 
Australia 
(*) 
29.14 
28.74 
26.25 
30.89 
30.35 
26.71 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Overseas 
Trade Statistics 
• Above: Loading 
sheep at assembly 
yards near Baldivis 
before shipment. 
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Saudi Arabia and Kuwait consistently 
imported large numbers of sheep from 
Western Australia in the 1980s (Figure 3). 
Iran was a major market until 1980-81; 
however, as a result of the Gulf war, no 
sheep have been exported since 1981-82. 
Libya was Western Australia's second largest 
market until exports ceased early in 1985, 
before resuming in July 1986. Thus the live 
sheep export trade has had to withstand two 
interruptions in major markets since 1980-81. 
The diversification of exports to other markets 
in the Middle East assisted in maintaining 
price levels in this period. 
«*U 
Table 2. Prices and types 
Category* 
Syrian sheep 
Turkish sheep 
Sudanese sheep 
Somalian sheep 
Somalian goats 
Nejdi sheep (local 
fat-tailed lambs) 
Nejdi goats 
Australian sheep 
*A11 sheep except those fr 
SRls = Saudi Rials 
Source: Sheepmeat Count 
(1983), Bureau of 
of sheep and 
Age by 
dentition 
lambs 
2-tooth 
2-tooth 
4-tooth 
2 & 4-tooth 
small lamb 
large lamb 
2-tooth 
2-tooth 
2 & 4-tooth 
3m Australia \ 
il of Australia 
Agricultural E 
goats sold in Saudi Arabia 
Approximate 
live weight 
(kg) 
24-30 
30 
45-50 
20 
20-25 
40 
45-50 
55 
25 
50 
>fere entire male 
cited in "Austr 
conomics. 
(February 1983) 
Price 
Local 
(SRls) 
500 
600 
650-700 
250-450 
350 
700 
800 
1000 
550 
250 
s. 
alian Live Sh 
Australian 
equivalent 
($A) 
150 
180 
195-210 
75-135 
105 
210 
240 
300 
165 
75 
eep Exports" 
• Consignment of 
export ram lambs 
housed in sheds on a 
major assembly yard. 
1 
E 
Z 
4 
3 
2 
1 
Figure 1. Exports of live sheep and lambs for slaughter from Western Australia 
(millions of head) Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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Prices 
While the numbers of live sheep exported 
from Western Australia recovered in 1985-86, 
average values received by exporters declined 
by $5.76 per head from the previous year. 
This was reflected in saleyard prices for 
shipping wethers which declined to an 
average price of $19.05 per head in 1985-86, 
substantially below the levels of previous 
years. 
As a result of the lower prices received for 
shipping wethers, the industry has been 
studying closely the price structure for sheep 
in the major importing countries. Australian 
sheep have traditionally been sold in an 
important, though low-priced, market 
segment (see Table 2). 
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Although the overall price structure has 
declined since 1983, it is likely that the 
relativity between different categories of 
sheep has been maintained. Prices for 
Australian wethers in Saudi Arabia early in 
1986 were reported to be in the range of $45 
to $61 per head, irrespective of age or weight. 
Major markets 
Five Middle East countries-Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Libya and 
Iran-have accounted for most of Australia's 
live sheep exports. Several other Middle East 
countries are regular, though smaller, buyers. 
Jordan and Syria are markets under 
investigation which could increase imports 
from Australia. The first shipment of 
slaughter sheep from Australia to Algeria took 
place in March 1987. The initial purchase is 
for 700 000 sheep. 
Kuwait 
• While imports of sheep meat did not 
increase from 1980 to 1985, total imports of 
live sheep from all sources showed strong 
growth before levelling off at about two 
million head per year. A part of Kuwait's 
demand is to service the entrepot trade to 
other Middle East countries. 
• Australia has been a major supplier of live 
sheep to Kuwait, supplying 77 per cent of its 
requirements in 1983-84 and 84 per cent in 
1984-85. 
Libya 
• Imports of beef and cattle fluctuated but did 
not show an overall increase between 1980 
and 1984. In contrast, imports of live sheep 
reached a peak of 2.4 million in 1984. 
• Australia has been a major supplier of 
sheep to this market. 
Saudi Arabia 1,394 
All destinations 2,778 
(Note: No exports to Iran 
or Libya in this year) 
Figure 3. Live sheep exports 000 (by destination) from 
Western Australia, 1985-86 
Saudi Arabia 
• From 1980 to 1985, Saudi Arabia imported 
large quantities of meat, particularly poultry, 
and of live sheep. During this period, 
Australia supplied between 35 and 51 per 
cent of Saudi Arabia's live sheep imports. 
• In 1985-86, Australia exported 2.9 million 
live sheep to Saudi Arabia, the highest level 
since 1982-83. 
• However, the Australian Meat and Livestock 
Corporation has reported that Australia is 
under threat of losing part of its market share 
because our competitors are supplying 
younger sheep. This trend in demand for 
younger sheep is expected to continue. 
Iran 
• The pattern of Iran's imports of meat and 
livestock has changed markedly as a result of 
the war with Iraq. Total imports of meat were 
higher in 1985 than in 1980, but total imports 
of live sheep declined from 1.8 million in 
1980 to 400 000 in 1984, and 250 000 in 1985 
(January to September). 
• In 1980-81, Australia supplied about 63 per 
cent of Iran's imports of live sheep; however, 
no sheep were imported from Australia 
between 1983-84 and 1985-86. 
United Arab Emirates 
• The United Arab Emirates was a consistent 
importer of meat and livestock from 1980 to 
1984, with total imports showing little 
variation. 
• This region has become an important 
market for Australian sheep meat, especially 
lamb, and imports of Australian sheep have 
increased markedly since 1982. 
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However, developments in the five major 
markets are likely to determine the outlook 
for the industry in the medium term. 
Changing specifications 
In certain of Australia's markets for live 
sheep, buyers are showing an increasing 
preference for younger sheep as distinct from 
the traditional aged Merino wether, on which 
the Australian trade has developed. Analysis 
by the Australian Meat and Livestock 
Corporation of Australian exports to Saudi 
Arabia in 1985-86 showed that 20 per cent of 
sheep were aged two years or less; 80 per 
cent were aged between two to five years; 
and wethers comprised 84 per cent of total 
exports. 
Trade sources indicate that the trend towards 
younger sheep will continue, and it is 
expected that Australian ram lamb exports 
will compete with exports from other 
countries, and also replace part of the wether 
trade. At present this trend is most 
pronounced in Saudi Arabia; however, it is 
also evident in other Middle East markets 
such as Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar. The Corporation has cited the typical 
specifications for ram lambs as being at least 
six months of age, and with a minimum 
average live weight of 33 kg and 35 to 38 kg 
as the preferred weight. 
In the important Saudi Arabian market, other 
suppliers in Eastern Europe and North Africa 
are providing young sheep, particularly ram 
lambs. The entry of New Zealand into the 
live sheep trade has resulted in additional 
competition, with a large proportion of New 
Zealand's exports being lambs and hoggets to 
Saudi Arabia. It is anticipated that New 
Zealand will supply the total requirement for 
the annual Haj festival of 500 000 ram lambs 
in 1987. If Australia is to compete effectively 
in the higher priced sector of this market, 
then a comparable product will be required. 
However, Merino wethers should continue to 
be accepted in the lower end of the market. 
Lambs comprised 11.9 per cent of total sheep 
exports from Western Australia in 1986, 
compared with 6.4 per cent in 1985. Exports 
of lambs, by type, are shown in Table 4. 
As there is an increasing demand for ram 
lambs in some market sectors, producers will 
need to consider this option in future 
production plans. They should liaise closely 
with exporters on market requirements. 
Although contracts for ram lambs offer a 
guaranteed price for future deliveries, current 
contracts do not appear to provide a sufficient 
premium for some producers over the likely 
prices for lambs delivered for slaughter in 
Western Australia. Prices for lambs 
slaughtered in this State increased in late 
1986, partly because of high skin prices. 
In view of the changing specifications of 
importing countries and increasing 
competition, the Australian Meat and 
Livestock Corporation has commissioned a 
market study into Saudi Arabia's future 
import requirements of meat and livestock. 
This study is expected to provide more 
specific information on the types of sheep 
most preferred, and updated information on 
the relative price structure for sheep in the 
various market sectors. Although the study is 
directed at the Saudi Arabian market, it 
should also have relevance to other markets 
in the Gulf region. 
Table 3. Exports of Western Australian lambs by 
type (1985-86) 
Total lambs 
Comprising: 
wether lambs 
ram lambs 
other lambs 
1985 
175 000 
87 000 
84 000 
4 000 
1986 
407 000 
185 000 
207 000 
15 000 
Source: Department of Primary Industry 
• Unloading small 
consignments of 
Australian sheep in the 
Middle East a few 
years ago. Today sheep 
are loaded onto big 
trucks or assembled in 
modern feedlots before 
dispersal. 
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